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　This paper examines the figure of Simon Magus as “stones” in the Roman Forum, through 
medieval paintings and documents. Simon was a magician of Samaria, who, according to the 
New Testament (Acts 8:4-25), seduced the people of that region. His figure underwent a series of 
adaptations that began with the canonical histories (Acts 8:4-25) and continued with the Church 
Fathers, Apocrypha, and other religious texts. Two Apocrypha, the Actus Petri cum Simone, the 
Acts of Peter, and the Passio Sanctorum Apostolorum Petri et Pauli, the Passions of the Holy Apostles 
Peter and Paul, are known for being medieval artistic sources.1  Simon is represented in various 
paintings, reliefs, and illustrated manuscripts from the Late Antique period. The most well 
known episode is that of his levitating from a tower in Rome and his subsequent fall. Through 
an examination of Passions in its Latin version, it seems that Simon floated over Rome from a 
high wooden tower but Peter and Paul, kneeling in prayer, intervened. Suddenly, Satan stopped 
helping Simon fly, and he fell from the sky, was split into four parts, and was unified with four 
“stones” in the Roman Forum. These “stones” remain as a testimony of Peter and Paul’s victory.2  
    Little is known about the vital role of the “stones” in medieval Rome. In this paper, I approach 
the subject by considering the depiction of Simon’s history in the basilica of San Pietro in 
Tuscania (fig. 1),3  a small town located about 100 kilometers north of Rome, and in the De gloria 
1   R. A. Lipsius, M. Bonnet (eds.), Acta Apostolorum Apocrypha, I, Hildesheim, 1959, pp.45-103, 119-177. For 
an English edition of Acts of Peter, see E. Hennecke (ed.), W. Scheneemelcher (trans.), R. McL. Wilson, New 
Testament Apocrypha, 2, Phladelphia, 1965, 2: 259-275, 279-322. For a translation of the Passions based on the 
Greek text, see A. Roberts, J. Donaldson (eds.), A. Cleveland Coxe (rev.), The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 8, Grand 
Rapids, Mich., 1951, pp.477-485.
2   Lipsius-Bonnet, Acta Apostolorum Apocrypha, pp.166-167.
3  J. Vielliard, “Scènes de la Légende de Saint Pierre. Peintes a Fresque dans l’Église San Pietro de 
Toscanella,” in MélRome, 43 (1926), pp.90-102; C. A. Isermeyer, “Die mittelalterlichen Malereien der 
Kirche S. Pietro in Tuscania,” in Kunstgeschichtliches Jahrbuch der Bibliotheca Hertziana, 2 (1938), pp.290-
310; E. Parlato, S. Romano (eds.), Roma e Lazio. Il romanico, Milano, 2001, pp.179-193; S. Waldvogel, 
“The Ascension at San Pietro in Tuscania: An Apse Painting as Reflection of the Reform Movement and 
Expression of Episcopal Self-Confidence,” in Th. E. A. Dale, J. Mitchell (eds.), Shaping Sacred Space and 
Institutional Identity in Romanesque Mural Painting. Essays in Honour of Otto Demus, London, 2004, pp.203-
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martyrum of Saint Gregory of Tours;4 the Liber Pontificalis5,  the Book of the Popes, a serial biography 
of the bishops of Rome; the Liber Politicus6 of Benedict, the canon of the Saint Peter’s Basilica in 
the Vatican, which describes the connection between Simon as the “stones” and the Popes; the 
Ecclesiasticae7  of Nicephorus Callistus Xanthopulus and the Epistolæ de rebus familiaribus8  of 
Petrarch.
　
1. The Flight and Fall of Simon Magus in the Basilica of San Pietro in Tuscania
　The basilica of San Pietro is famous for its well preserved mural paintings, a cycle of six 
scenes from the life of Peter on the northern wall in the presbitery (figs. 2, 3), the Theophany 
in the central apse, the apocalyptic themes on the triumphal arch, the Baptism of Christ in the 
southern absidiole, Christ between two holy archbishops in the northern absidiole, a cycle of 
three scenes from the life of John the Baptist on the western wall, near the southern absidiole and 
the enthroned Virgin and Child between two saints and an angel on the panel of the pilar in the 
northern aisle. In the crypt there are the enthroned Virgin and Child between saints and angels 
are in the apse and the Lamb of God and busts of twelve apostles in medallions on the triumphal 
arch. 
229; E. Tagliaferri, I rapporti tra la pittura laziale romanica e la committenza nell’età della riforma gregoriana: San 
Pietro a Tuscania ed i cicli pittorici minori dell’alto Lazio, Università degli Studi di Firenze, Tesi di Dottorato 
di Ricerca in Storia dell’Arte Anno Accademico 2004-2005; R. ITO, “Note e documenti relativi alla Basilica 
di San Pietro a Tuscania,” in Studi di Cultura Italo-Giapponese, 49 (2010), pp.55-68 (in Japanese); idem, “Il 
ciclo petrino della basilica di San Pietro a Tuscania: nuove considerazioni,” in The Study of History of Art, 
XLIX (2011), pp.111-132 (in Japanese); idem, ““Cane parlante” e “Miracolo dei cani”: Pietro, Simon Mago 
ed i cani nei testi apocrifi,” in Εκφρασισ, 2 (2012), pp.28-42 (in Japanese): idem, “Mural Paintings in the 
Basilica of Saint Peter in Tuscania,” in Journal of the Kajima Foundation for the Arts, 31 (2013), (in Japanese), 
pp.463-472.
4  Grégoire, évêque de Tours, Les livres des miracles et autres opuscules de Georges Florent Grégoire, évêque de 
Tours, H. L. Bordier (trans.), Paris, 1857, pp.70-75; Saint Gregory of Tours, R. Van. Dam (trans.), Glory of the 
Martyrs, Liverpool, 1988.
5  L. Duchesne (ed.), Le Liber Pontificalis, 1-3, Paris, 1981. The Liber Pontificalis began with Saint Peter and 
continued to the 15th century. Its earliest part was compiled in the 6th century, and later biographies were 
added at different times.
6　Benedictus, Liber politicus in J. P. Migne (ed.), Patrologiae cursus completus. Series latina, t.78, Paris, 1895.
7  Nicephori Callisti Xanthopuli, Ecclesiasticæ Historiæ, II, 36, in J. P. Migne (ed.), Patrologiæ cursus 
completus. Series græca posterior, t.146, Paris, 1865.
8  F. Petrarca, Epistolæ de rebus familiaribus et variæ, G. Fracassetti (ed.), II, Firenze, 1862; idem, Lettere di 
Francesco Petrarca. Delle cose familiari libri ventiquattro lettere varie libro unico, G. Fracassetti (ed.), II, Firenze, 
1864.
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   The cycle of Peter includes three scenes from the Acts the Healing of the Lame Man (Acts 3:1-
11), the Appearance of the Angel (Acts 12:3-11), the Liberation of Peter (Acts 12:3-11), three 
apocryphal scenes, the Meeting of Peter and Paul, the Dispute with Simon Magus before Nero, 
Peter Calming the Dogs of Simon Magus and the Flight and Fall of Simon Magus. Older studies 
have already identified the Passions as the source of the apocryphal scenes.9 
   In the center of the Flight and Fall of Simon Magus (figs. 4, 5), Simon is depicted twice: as 
levitating above a wooden tower in Rome, with the help of Satan, and below the tower, after he 
has fallen from the sky. Of particular interest is a circular motif that is drawn under the fallen 
figure Simon Magus, which seems represent the “stones.” On the left side of the tower, Nero and 
another man are sitting on thrones and looking up Simon. On the right side, the apostles Peter 
and Paul kneel to pray, and at behind them, some Romans watch the scene.
   Except for Vielliard, no scholar has recognized this circular motif. Thus, to identify it as the 
“stones,” I compared it with other paintings that represent the same scene. For example, the 
lost mosaics in the old basilica of San Pietro in the Vatican,10  the carolingian and romanesque 
frescoes in the convent of Son Jon in Müstair,11  the mosaics in the Cappella Palatina in Palermo 
and the cathedral of Monreale,12  the frescoes in the church of Santa Maria in Monte Domnici in 
Marcellina,13  the archivolt sculpture in the basilica of Santi Pietro e Paolo in Sessa Aurunca,14 
the frescoes in the upper basilica of San Francesco d’Assisi in Assisi,15  the frescoes in the lost 
9   Vielliard, “Scènes de la Légende de Saint Pierre.”
10  S. Waetzoldt, Die Kopien des 17. Jahrhunderts nach Mosaiken und Wandmalereien in Rom, Wien, 1964, pp. 65-
72; R. Niggl (ed.), G. Grimaldi, Descrizione della basilica antica di S. Pietro in Vaticano, Codice Barberini latino 
2733, Città del Vaticano, 1972; A. K. Van Dijk, The Oratory of Pope John VII (705-707) in Old St. Peter’s, Johns 
Hopkins University, Ph. D. diss., 1995; idem, “Jerusalem, Antioch, Rome and Costantinople: The Peter 
Cycle in the Oratory, in DOP, 55 (2001), pp. 303-328.
11  J. Goll, M. Exner, S. Hirsch, Müstair. Le pitture parietali medievali nella chiesa dell’abbazia, Zürich, 2007.
12  E. Kitzinger, “The Mosaics of the Cappella Palatina in Palermo: An Essay on the Choice and 
Arrangement of Subjects,” in: ArtB 31 (1949), pp. 269-292; O. Demus, The Mosaics of Norman Sicily, New 
York, 1988; E. Borsook, Message in Mosaic. The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily 1130-1187, Woodbridge, 
Suffolk, 1990; W. Tronzo, The Cultures of His Kingdom. Roger II and the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, 
Princeton, 1997; B. Brenk (ed.), La Cappella Palatina a Palermo, 4 vols., Modena, 2010; Th. Dittelbach (ed.), 
Die Cappella Palatina in Palermo. Geschichte, Kunst, Funktionen, Künzelsau, 2011; C. Bodinek, Die Cappella 
Palatina in Palermo, Dresden, 2014.
13  G. Matthiae, “Les fresques de Marcellina,” in Cah.Arch., 6 (1952), pp. 71-81; Parlato, Romano, Roma e 
Lazio, pp.274-277.
14  D. F. Glass, “The Archvolt Sculpture at Sessa Aurunca,” in ArtB, 52 (1970), pp. 119-131.
15 H. Belting, Die Oberkirche von San Francesco in Assisi: Ihre Decoration als Aufgabe die Genese einer 
Wandmalerei, Berlin, 1977.
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Portico of the old basilica of San Pietro in the Vatican,16  and the frescoes in the basilica of San 
Piero a Grado in Pisa.17  With eception of Tuscania, no medieval painting of Simon Magus has the 
circular object below the tower.
    Now, I would like to focus attention on the Passions in its Latin and Greek versions, which have 
different descriptions of Simon’s end. In the Greek version, Simon is divided into four pieces but 
was not united into four “stones”:
        And Peter, looking stedfastly against Simon, said: I adjure you, ye angels of Satan, who are
        carrying him into the air, to deceive the hearts of the unbelievers, by the God that created all
        things, and by Jesus Christ, whom on the third day He raised from the dead, no longer from
　　this hour to keep him up, but to let him go. And immediately, being let go, he fell into a 
　　place called Sacra Via, that is, Holy Way, and was divided into four parts, having perished 
　　by an evil fate.18 
In the Latin version, Simon is split in four parts and unified with four “stones”:
　　
　　And Peter looked up against Simon and said: I adjure you, ye angels of Satan, who are 
        carrying him into the air, to deceive the hearts of unbelievers, by God, the Creator of all
        things, and through Jesus Christ, whom He raised from the dead on the third day, no longer
        the time is now to put him out of this, but you let him go. And immediately (Simon) fell on 
        the place, which called Via Sacra: Sacred Way. There (Simon) was broken in four and unified 
        with four hard stones, which remain as the apostolic victory even today.19 
　In Tuscania, even if the circular motif is not composed of four parts, it seems to represent 
symbolically the “stones.” Nearly 90 years ago, in 1926, Vielliard revealed the “stones,” although 
unfortunately her thesis has been forgotten by scholars.20  Here, I would like to mention her 
16  Waetzoldt, Die Kopien, pp.65-72; J. T. Wollesen, Die Fresken von San Piero a Grado bei Pisa, Bad Oeynhausen, 
1975.
17 Wollesen, Die Fresken; idem, Pictures and Reality. Monumental Frescoes and Mosaics in Rome around 1300, 
New York, 1998, pp.151-165; S. Romano, “Recensioni. Jens Wollesen, Pictures and Reality. Monumental 
Frescoes and Mosaics in Rome around 1300,” in Storia dell’Arte, 98 (2000), pp.127-130; Romano argued 
against Wollesen’s view.
18  Roberts-Donaldson, The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 8, p. 484.
19  I translated this Latin version, since there is no published translation in English.




2. The “Stones” in the Roman Forum
  I now examine the medieval sources more closely. Descriptions of the “stones” began with 
the Passions and continued to appear several times during the Middle Ages. As mentioned 
above, the De gloria martyrum of Saint Gregory of Tours, the Liber Pontificalis, the Liber Politicus, 
the Ecclesiasticae of Nicephorus Callistus Xanthopulus, and the Epistolæ de rebus familiaribus of 
Petrarch refer to Simon and the “stones,” although two traditions about the “stones” are present 
in these sources. One describes the “stones” as the imprints of the knees of Peter and Paul during 
their prayer and the imprints are now in the wall of the basilica of Santa Francesca Romana in 
Rome.21  Another describes the “stones” as composed of Simon’s remains.
2-1. The Imprints of the Knees of Peter and Paul
   Saint Gregory of Tours (538?-594) had visited Rome and wrote of the imprints of the knees of 
two apostles in the De gloria martyrum:
        An oration by Peter and Paul exposed and refuted the cunning of Simon Magus. Still today
        at Rome there are two small indentations in the stone upon which the blessed apostles knelt
        and delivered their oration to the Lord against that Simon Magus. When rain water has
        collected in these indentations, ill people gather it; once they drink it, it soon restores their 
        health.22 
   This text clearly shows that the “stone” with the Apostles’ imprints functioned as a relic that 
accomplishes miracles.
   In the Liber Pontificalis, an account of Pope Paulus I (757–767), refers to the tradition of the 
imprints:
        
Toscanella; in 1911, the name was officially changed.
21  R. Krautheimer, Corpus Basilicarum Christianarum Romae: Le basiliche paleocristiane di Roma (IV-IX sec.), 1, 
Città del Vaticano, 2012 (1937), pp. 219-242.
22  Saint Gregory of Tours, Glory of the Martyrs, p. 45; “Cuius (Petri) oratione et Pauli Simonis Magi calliditas 
vel detecta est vel obruta. Extant hodiqque apud urbem Romanam duae fossulae, super quem beati apostoli, 
deflexu poplite, orationem contra ipsum Simonem magum ad Dominum effuderunt. In quibus cum de 
plaviis limphae collectae fuerint, a morbidis expetuntur, haustacque mox sanitatem tribuunt.” Grégoire, Les 
livres des miracles et autres opuscules de Georges Florent Grégoire, évêque de Tours, pp. 70-75.
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        Paul I has built a new church to celebrate the holy apostles, Peter and Paul, on the street “Via 
        Sacra,” where they themselves, were blessed with martyrdom, and prayed to Christ on their
        knees. The marks of their knees are still seen as a testimony for futurity.23 
    According to Krautheimer, the exact locaton of this church of the Saints Peter and Paul remains 
an open question. The name of the church of the apostles disappeared from the sources half a 
millenium ago. Further, the first reference to the “stone” with the imprints in the basilica of Santa 
Francesca Romana is dated to 1375.24 
2-2. Simon Magus as the “Stones”
   Other sources describe the “stones” as composed of Simon’s body. Benedict, a canon of the 
basilica of San Pietro in the Vatican, lived during a period of decline for the liturgy.25  At the 
request of Guido di Castello, the cardinal priest of the basilica of San Marco in Rome, later 
Celestine II (1143-1144), Benedict seems to have compiled the Liber Politicus for new papal 
annual liturgies during the pontificate of Innocent II (1130-1143). The Liber Politicus, the Digesta 
Pauperis Scolaris of Albinus, cardinal bishop of Albano, and the Liber Censuum of Cencius are the 
fundamental sources for the papacy’s ceremonial practices at Rome during the twelfth century.
   The Liber Politicus reports that the popes visited the “stones” and climbed up on them during 
Easter Monday procession and Papal coronation.26  Older studies have revealed that the Easter 
Monday procession was one of the most essential ceremonies of medieval Roman society. On 
Easter Monday, the pope journeyed to Saint Peter’s from the Lateran Palace and, after celebrating 
mass, returned to the Lateran wearing his crown. On his return, the procession crossed the bridge 
of Sant’Angelo over the Tiber and passed under the triumphal arches of Theodosius, Valentinian, 
and Gratian. The procession followed the Pellegrino or Banchi Nuovi and arrived at the Roman 
23  Duchesne, Le Liber Pontificalis, I, pp. 465–467; “Hic fecit noviter ecclesiam infra hanc civitatem Romanam 
in via Sacra iuxta templum Rome in honore sanctorum apostolorum Petri et Pauli, ubi ipsi beatissimi 
principes apostolorum, tempore quo pro Christi nomine martyrio coronati sunt, dum Redemptori nostro 
funderent preces propria genua flectere visi sunt; in quo loco usque actenus eorum genua pro testimonio 
omnis in postremo, venture generationis in quodam fortissimo silice esse noscuntur designata.” I 
translated this Latin version, since there is no published translation in English.
24  Krautheimer, Corpus Basilicarum Christianarum Romae, 1, pp. 219–242, esp. p. 221. Krautheimer mentions 
the oratory of Saints Peter and Paul.
25  Benedictus, Liber politicus, in Patrologiae cursus completus, series latina, J. P. Migne (ed.), t. 78, Paris, 1895; R. 
Valentini, G. Zucchetti, Codice topografico della città di Roma, III, Roma, 1946.
26  S. Twyman, Papal Ceremonial at Rome in the Twelfth Century, London, 2002.
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Forum, where a triumphal procession adventus paraded during the republican period. In the 
Forum the procession went to Via Sacra, the Sacred Way: “Between the arch of Nerva and the 
temple of Janus, in front of the church (basilica of Santi Cosma e Damiano), he (the Pope) climbed 
up on the stones where Simon Magus fell, near the temple of Romulus.”27  The pope’s procession 
then moved under the triumphal arches of Titus and Constantine, backed to Via Sacra, passed 
the Colosseum, and returned to the Lateran.
   Scholars have shown that the Easter Monday procession and the papal coronation were 
very important for medieval Roman society. According to Twyman both were essentially a 
demonstration of the pope’s lordship over Rome.28 
    Nicephorus Callistus Xanthopulus, a historian during the Palaiologan dynasty of the Byzantine 
Empire (c. 1320), who compiled the Ecclesiasticæ Historiæ,29  did not refer to the “stones” but 
rather to the miracles that Peter and Paul accomplished in Rome and to Simon Magus. He writes, 
“This is excatly the place where the event occurred. And today it is called the place where Simon 
Magus, the Anti Christ had been defeated.”30  
    Later, Petrarch, one of the earliest humanists in Renaissance Italy, wrote a letter to the musician 
Filippe de Vitry on 15th Feburary in 1350, in which he states, “You see a stone stained with Simon 
Magus’s brain . . . And you see an indescribably adorable and holy relic.”31 
Conclusion
   As the above discussion indicates, the “stones” in the Roman Forum reminded medieval 
Roman society of the glorious triumph of Peter and Paul over Simon Magus. The “stones,” sacred 
relics, remained well known to scholars until the beginning of the twentieth century. At that 
time, many excavations and much research took place. Although Giovanni Battista De Rossi, one 
of the earliest Italian Christian archeologists, and Placido Lugano discussed the antiquity and 
27  Benedictus, Liber politicus, 1046; Valentini-Zucchetti, Codice topografico della città di Roma, III, Roma, 1946, 
p. 219; “Subintrat arcum Nerviæ inter templum ejusdem deæ, et templum Jani, ascendit ante asylum per 
silicem, ubi cecidit Simon Magus, juxta templum Romuli.”
28  Twyman, Papal ceremonial, pp. 176-179.
29  Nicephori Callisti Xanthopuli, Ecclesiasticæ Historiæ, II, 36, in Patrologiæ cursus completus. Series græca 
posterior, J. P. Migne (ed.), t. 146, Paris, 1865.
30  Ibid., 850; “Locus sane ipse, in quem luctuosum hoc spectaculum incidit, ad hodiernum usque diem 
Simonium vocatur, etiamnum Simonis Antichristi perniciem et interitum declarans.”
31  Petrarca, Epistolæ de rebus familiaribus et variæ, p. 50; idem, Lettere di Francesco Petrarca, p. 427; “Cernet 
lapidem infando Simonis cerebro maculatum... Cernet romanorum principus stupenda licet collapsa 
palatia.”
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authenticity of the “stones,”32 their function in medieval Rome was been forgotten. Finally, the 
circle motif in the basilica of San Pietro in Tuscania evokes holy Peter and Paul’s victory over 
Simon Magus.
　
32  G. B. De Rossi, “Di tre antichi edifici componenti la chiesa dei SS. Cosma e Damiano; e di una contigua 
chiesa dedicata agli apostoli Pietro e Paolo”, in Bullettino di archeologia cristiana, 5(1867), pp.61-76; P. 
Lugano, “Le memorie leggendarie di Simon Mago e della sua volata”, in Nuovo bullettino di archeologia 
cristiana, 6 (1900), pp. 29-66.
1. Tuscania, basilica of San Pietro, exterior (photo: 
author)
2. Tuscania, basilica of San Pietro, plan. (drawing: J. 
Raspi Serra, Tuscania, cultura ed espressione artistica di un 
centro medievale, Milano, 1971, figs. 220, 221)
3. Tuscania, basilica of San Pietro, northern wall in the 
presbitery, life of Peter. (drawing: author)
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4. Tuscania, basilica of San Pietro, northern wall in the 
presbitery, Flight and Fall of Simon Magus. (photo: 
author)
5. Tuscania, basilica of San Pietro, northern wall in the 
presbitery, Flight and Fall of Simon Magus. (drawing: 
author)
